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Learning Outcomes

 Participants in this session will learn about past perceptions 

of the Registrar’s Office and how those need to be addressed.

 Participants in this session will learn more about how to 

establish and uphold academic policy standards while 

positioning the registrar’s office as an effective problem-

solving unit.

 Participants in this session will learn about how to establish a 

“can do” attitude in the registrar’s office despite the fact that 

not every question or request can be fully answered in the 

affirmative.



Georgia Tech Basic Facts

 Public

 Located in Atlanta, GA

 Fall 2013 enrollment: Undergraduate –
14,559 Graduate – 6,915 (21,474 total), flat 
compared to Fall 2012

 Global presence

 29 staff members in the Registrar’s Office

 RO reports to Vice Provost for Enrollment 
Services who reports to the Provost

 Usual array of functions, with the exception 
of classroom scheduling



Questions that Stump Us

I answer a lot of questions at the information desk at Olympic 

National Park, in Washington State. But one visitor stumped 

me: "Do you have any trails that just go downhill?"

http://www.rd.com/jokes/funny/customer-service/wrong-direction-joke/#ixzz2nC3qU3dA

http://www.rd.com/jokes/funny/customer-service/wrong-direction-joke/#ixzz2nC3qU3dA


Synonyms for “Yes”

Acquiesce Concede Give the thumbs up

Comply Concur Give up

Give in Fold Knuckle under

Subscribe Let Make a deal

Nod off Okay Roll over

Accept Permit Say Uncle

Allow Weep Sign off on

Approve Yield Throw in the towel

Assent Give the nod Throw up your hands



How to say “yes” in Klingon…

HISlaH
Hija’
Luq

Source: http://klingonska.org/dict/?q=yes



Antonyms for “No”

Yes No problema Nod

For sure You got it Roger that

Roger wilko Yep Yeah

Of course Certainly Affirmative

Positively Got it Love it

Make it so Go for it Engage

Beam me up You betcha Absolutely

Sí Da Oui

Va bene It goes without saying…



Seriously, though…

 What does “leadership” mean?

 How does this relate to impacting the way that students and 

other constituents relate to the Registrar’s Office?

 How does this relate to the “yes” culture?

 What do we mean when we say “yes”?

 The “yes” means that we will do something

 It means we will have a positive attitude as we investigate the 

problem or issue or try to better understand the question

 It means we will engage with the student in the conversation



Leadership Principles

Following are five leadership practices for improving customer service:

 Decide to create the culture: The leaders of an organization must decide that customer service 
will be a top priority. They need to establish this culture at all levels. The decision will come from 
the top of the organization and permeate through all levels. It must be done on purpose.

 Hire the right people: The leaders will hire people who know how to work with customers. 
They will look for people with experience at helping customers understand the products and get 
the most value from their services. Leaders will look for people with a proven track record of doing 
the right thing for customer (which occasionally might mean referring them to another company’s 
product). Leaders looking to hire the right people will do thorough background checks and ask a 
lot of questions.

 Coach them: As you establish a culture of customer service and hire the right people, train them 
to effectively work with customers and teach them how to handle difficult situations. Identify a few 
of the top performers and put them to work coaching others in the company. This infuses the 
service culture more deeply and promotes a more unified approach throughout the company. If you 
do not yet have people in-house who are capable, hire a coach to train your teams, and work with 
the coach to identify people within the organization who can extend the right principles 
throughout.

Source: http://leadonpurposeblog.com/2008/11/17/five-leadership-practices-for-improving-customer-service/



Leadership Philosophies
 Inspire them: Motivate the people in your organization — at all levels — to want to 

serve others. Establishing the right culture is key. Financial incentives and career 
advancement only go so far. When the leaders of the organization place customer service 
as one of their top priorities, they have the prerogative to expect everyone to do the 
same. Let your actions and behaviors inspire others. As Ralph Nader said: “The function 
of leadership is to produce more leaders, not more followers.”

 Empower them: Finally, grant people — at all levels of the organization — the 
authority to make decisions. The scope and magnitude of decisions will vary by title and 
responsibility. However, every person at any level should be empowered to make 
decisions on behalf of the organization. Start by asking leaders at all levels to make a list 
of five things their people can do without having to escalate to their supervisor. Place 
appropriate guidelines around the actions that can be taken, and trust your people to 
make the right decisions. Provide a “back door” in case they get into a tight spot. The 
“back door” should instill confidence that the organization will back people at any level in 
their decisions. When people know they work for a customer-focused organization they 
will give much more to their individual efforts.

Source: http://leadonpurposeblog.com/2008/11/17/five-leadership-practices-for-improving-customer-service/



Leadership Principles

“We live in the information age and quality customer service is 

becoming more important as time moves forward. Each of 

these steps is critical for true customer service. It must come 

from the top and permeate the entire organization.”

Source: http://leadonpurposeblog.com/2008/11/17/five-leadership-practices-for-improving-customer-service/



Discovering the Authentic Leader

“These findings are extremely encouraging: You do not have to 
be born with specific characteristics or traits of a leader. You do 
not have to wait for a tap on the shoulder. You do not have to be 
at the top of your organization. Instead, you can discover your 
potential right now. As one of our interviewees, Young & 
Rubicam chairman and CEO Ann Fudge, said, “All of us have 
the spark of leadership in us, whether it is in business, in 
government, or as a nonprofit volunteer. The challenge is to 
understand ourselves well enough to discover where we can use 
our leadership gifts to serve others.”

Source: http://hbr.org/2007/02/discovering-your-authentic-leadership/ar/1



The Formula for Service Excellence

Service Excellence  = Commitment + Attitude + Action

Source: Creating a Service Culture in Higher Education Administration,  by Mario C. Martinez, Brandy 
Smith, and Kate Lumphreys



The Future of Higher Education

 The future of higher education will be filled with pervasive complexity, ambiguity, and change, 
requiring a different leadership skill set. The next generation of leaders will have to:

 Lead when there aren't any clear answers or solutions.

 Craft solutions that will require cross-boundary collaboration throughout a campus.

 Reduce costs while increasing quality and responsiveness.

 Anticipate future challenges to their institutions in a way that coalesces broad understanding and 
support for future action.

 Tap the creative resources throughout their institutions so that alternative approaches and thinking can 
help solve the complex and thorny issues that face higher education.

 Build exceptional teams at every level of the campus and empower these teams to move the institution 
forward in fulfillment of its mission and vision.

 This practically focused, two-day leadership program will provide you with tools and strategies that 
will enable you to develop the leadership skills and perspectives needed to effectively navigate the 
increasing complexity facing higher education. Throughout the conference you will develop an action 
plan to support your leadership journey when you return to campus.

Source: https://www.academicimpressions.com/conference/new-leadership-skills-higher-education-institute



Leadership Lessons from AACRAO



Past Perceptions

“We sometimes have a reputation for perhaps being too rigid, 

too inflexible or too perfectionist. It is always a challenge to an 

office which views itself in a critical role with data 

management, and consistent and fair application of institutional 

and governmental policies and practices, to balance those issues 

with the human elements and role definitions often involved.”

The Ohio State University, self-study, 2004.

Source: http://oaa.osu.edu/irp/univ_registrar/OUR_Self-Study.pdf



Current Perspectives

http://customerfocus.usg.edu/docs/fy07/gcsu_registrar.pdf

Georgia College & State 

University makes an 

insightful observation in 

its customer service 

improvement plan from 

2006.



A Different Kind of Culture

In its 2011-2012 Annual Report, the Registrar’s Office at the University of 
Florida has the following listed as one of its values.

“Culture of Hospitality

We actively seek very talented people who embrace, advocate and practice our 

mission. Our unique culture of a collegial and collaborative environment inspires us 

to become change agents and to excel in support of the university’s goals. We are 

hard-working, friendly, spirited, loyal, and fun-loving. Recognizing and celebrating 

individual and team accomplishments are keys to sustaining our positive energy.”

Source: http://www.registrar.ufl.edu/pdf/Annual_Report_2011_12.pdf



Attitudes Plus Actions

Registrar's Office (North Arkansas College)

Mission: “Student Services works as a team empowering students to 
achieve success.”

 Comprising staff in Admissions, Advising, Financial Aid, Registrar’s 
Office, and Student Accounts, the Student Services team strives to 
provide enrollment-related services that are seamless, customer-
friendly, student centered, and efficient. 

 In fulfilling our mission, it is the goal of the staff to provide quality 
service to all whom we serve. We recognize that our attitudes and 
actions reflect not only on us as individuals but on the entire 
College. More importantly, we recognize that what we do has a direct 
impact on our students, and that by serving as a model of quality we are 
helping to shape attitudes and empower student success. 



Statement of Department Philosophy

The Office of the Registrar puts a premium on service and we will 
continually strive to improve our services. Our staff will be pleasant to our 
student, faculty, staff, and alumni customers in person, on the telephone, 
and in correspondence. Every effort will be made to include cordiality 
with efficient, quality service. We wish to be known as an office that can get 
things done, as an office with a positive attitude. When we must say “no”, 
we will do so politely and pleasantly. We will make quality referrals; when 
we can’t help, we will find out who can and direct the customer 
accordingly. We believe timeliness is important and customer time is 
valuable. We will work toward having short turnaround times and short 
lines.

Source: http://www.registrar.uconn.edu/faculty_staff_mission_philosophy.htm



Key Points 

 Balancing consistent and fair application of rules and 

regulations with the need to address human issues and needs

 Looking at things from a different perspective, that of the 

customer, owning their issues or questions

 Deciding what kind of office culture you would like and need 

to have and go beyond the strive for excellence (operational) 

to tackle the “hospitality” side of your service model



The Dilemma

Saying “yes” and engaging in effective problem-

solving without compromising standards, including 

your institution’s and our profession’s 

code of ethics.



Definition of Ethics

 Ethics” comes from the Greek work ethos  meaning “character” or 
“custom”. 

 Ethics has come to mean principles or standards of human conduct. 

 Philosophers have attempted to determine goodness in conduct 
according to two chief principles, and have considered certain types of 
conduct either good in and of themselves, or good because they 
conform to a particular moral standard. 

Source: http://archive.austinisd.org/community/communityed/victory/docs/Module14.pdf



Examples of Ethical Values

Examples of Ethical Values Carter McNamara in his book The Complete 
Guide to Ethics Management lists these ethical values:

1.Trustworthiness—honesty, integrity, promise-keeping, loyalty 

2.Respect—autonomy, privacy, dignity, courtesy, tolerance, acceptance 

3.Responsibility—accountability, pursuit of excellence 

4.Caring—compassion, consideration, giving, sharing, kindness, loving 

5.Justice and Fairness—procedural fairness, impartiality, consistency, 
equity, equality, due process 

6.Civic virtue and citizenship—law abiding, community service, 
protection of the environment 

Source: http://archive.austinisd.org/community/communityed/victory/docs/Module14.pdf



Ethics and Decision Making

…it is important to remember that no code of conduct or code 

of ethics will ever cover every situation ever encountered by a 

leader. There is no substitute for good judgment and no 

substitute for good decision making practices. Many of the 

ethical lapses that made headlines in recent years are more 

attributable to bad decision making than to a lack of ethical 

standards. 

Source: http://www.evancarmichael.com/Human-Resources/3485/Working-with-Ethical-Gray-Areas.html



Ethics and Decision Making

…The bottom line in leadership is that ethics cannot be codified or 
dictated. Ethical behavior is dependent upon the judgment and 
decision making by the leader. The best leaders are consistent and 
deliberate in their decisions when ethical gray is present. They 
communicate the decision, and more importantly, the reasons for 
their decision. They often collaborate the decision, not to cover their 
rear ends, but to seek wise counsel and tap into the judgment of 
others. 

Source: http://www.evancarmichael.com/Human-Resources/3485/Working-with-Ethical-Gray-Areas.html



Saying “Yes” and Fairness



What is fairness?

….the state, condition, or quality of being fair, or 

free from bias or injustice; evenhandedness: I have 

to admit, in all fairness, that she would only be paid 

for part of the work. 

Source: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/fairness

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/fair


Fairness
 How many times have your staff members worried that making an 

exception for one student would be unfair to the others?

 “Fairness” can be a relative thing, and can exist in the eye of the 
beholder.
 A student who missed the registration deadline due to a car accident 

has a clear and reasonable excuse to have missed it.
 A student who missed the registration deadline due to have not set 

his/her alarm has a different set of circumstances.
 Saying “no exceptions” all the time therefore doesn’t make sense.
 Where it gets dicey is when there is no apparent reasonable excuse.

 In that case, does the student simply pay the price, or is there another way to 
drive home the point of carelessness not be acceptable and moving forward 
from there?

 What can you do to drive the point home, and help the student, with some 
hope that it won’t happen again?



Fairness

 If you come to the conclusion that you need to help solve the 

problem even when the student does not have a good excuse, 

you can and should have some follow-up plan in mind.

 Reporting back to the student’s home department in such an 

instance may be one way to drive home that it can’t happen 

again. Putting a note in the advising file that registration 

occurred late, for example, can make sure it is brought up again 

at the next advising appointment.

 Reporting to the Dean of Students Office that an exception has 

been made and why, and that it should not happen again.

 Allow the student into the queue, but at the end of the line.



Being Fair
 Are you not being fair if you make exceptions for students 

some of the time, but not all the time?

 How can you be evenhanded, yet not make exceptions each 
time?

 Yes, you can, if you:
 Listen assertively each time

 Gather as many facts as you can each time

 Evaluate all the facts

 Consider possible solutions

 Determine if any of those solutions are viable and/or appropriate

 Use your best judgment

 Give each case full attention and thorough review



So, how do we do this?

Deadline Enforcement



Deadlines

 The devil is in the details.

 Putting into place an unofficial “appeal” or “clean-up” period 

and holding that to a day to so can sometimes help a lot.

 If a student requests an exception to a deadline, he/she has to 

provide some rationale, and perhaps even some documentation 

to explain the circumstances.

 For some deadlines, it is possible to charge a late fee.  There 

is a set period of time to do something without a fee and 

there is a “late” period when there is a fee.  This seems to get 

the attention of many students.



So, how do we do this?

Policy or Procedure Enforcement



Exception to Policy or Procedure

 Have a petition or appeal process in place that goes to a 

committee.  If there is not a committee in place at your 

campus, work with your supervisor to see if one can be 

formed.

 The appeal or petition committee should exist outside of the 

registrar’s office and be lead by a faculty member if at all 

possible.

 Document those things that are not negotiable so that there is 

no confusion as to when or whether an appeal is possible.



Finding Viable Alternatives



Alternatives

 Developing/weighing alternatives
 Look at your problems in different ways; find a new perspective that you haven't 

thought of before.

 Brainstorming, or rapid noting of alternatives no matter how silly, is an excellent 
discovery process.

 Once you have listed or mapped alternatives, be open to their possibilities. Make 
notes on those that:
 need more information 

 are new solutions 

 can be combined or eliminated 

 will meet opposition 

 seem promising or exciting

 Weigh Alternatives
 After listing possible alternatives, evaluate them without prejudice,

no matter how appealing or distasteful 

Source: http://www.studygs.net/problem/problemsolvingv2.htm



Alternatives

 Sometimes a way to say “yes” can be found if effective problem 
solving efforts are made, and this requires determining if there are 
alternative solutions to a given problem.
 A graduate student has a TA or an RA and must be full-time.  He/she 

misses the registration window and does not add enough credits. 
What can you do?
 If he/she is registered for thesis or dissertation hours, you might contact the 

academic department to see if those hours can be increased (if that is 
appropriate at that time in the term).

 A student misses the deadline to apply for graduation.  You can’t add 
him or her to the degree list.  What can you do?
 Put him/her on the next available degree list and write a letter of completion 

at the end of the term explaining that degree requirements have been met 
and that the official posting of the degree will occur in the future and state 
the date.



Essential Steps

 Listen assertively to the student – get the whole picture

 Determine if there are any extenuating circumstances that 

should be taken into account

 If there are extenuating circumstances, determine whether 

you have the authority to make an exception

 If there are extenuating circumstances, and you do not have 

the authority to make an exception, inform the student how 

to file an appeal or request for an exception

 If there are not any extenuating circumstances, discuss 

options, other than an exception, with the student



Effective Problem-Solving

 What all of this probably boils down to is a commitment to 

engage in effective problem-solving, no matter how small or 

large the issue or question.

 On-going training and development for staff in this area is 

key to establishing an office culture that is focused on quality 

service and finding ways to avoid saying “no” as the first line 

of defense.

 This doesn’t mean that you have an agreeable answer or 

suggestion each time, it just means that you will exhaust as 

many efforts as you can to determine what might be done.



Problem-Solving Skills

There are four basic steps in problem solving: 

 Defining the problem.

 Generating alternatives.

 Evaluating and selecting alternatives.

 Implementing solutions.

Source: http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_00.htm



Tools for Training Staff

• For the more complex problems, or simply to train staff in the art of effective 
problem-solving, tools like 5 Whys , Appreciation and Root Cause 
Analysis help you ask the right questions, and work through the layers of a 
problem to uncover what's really going on. 

• This kind of exercise is helpful in encouraging staff to get into the right frame of 
mind each day to respond effectively to both the simple and the more complex 
conundrums that come their way.

Source: http://www.mindtools.com/pages/main/newMN_TMC.htm

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_5W.htm
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_01.htm
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_80.htm


Managing the Gray Areas

In his ground-breaking book, Managing the Gray Areas, Jerry 

Manas explores true leadership as understanding and managing 

complexities instead of taking a black and white approach to 

problem-solving.  

In our proposed culture of “yes”, we’ll have to operate 

comfortably in the gray areas.

Source: http://www.amazon.com/Managing-Gray-Areas-Essential-Organizations/dp/1932735119



Food for Thought

Problems are only opportunities

in work clothes. 

– Henry Kaiser (American industrialist)



Questions for the Audience

 Are you struggling with an office that carries the perception that the 
only work you know is “no”?

 Are you struggling with an office that carries the perception that it does 
not care for students as it should? That it does not provide good 
customer service?

 Are you struggling with an office that carries the perception that it is 
never willing to make an exception, ever?

 Are you struggling with an office that carries with it a perception that it 
cannot engage in effective problem solving, that it cannot or will not 
seek alternatives to problems?

 Are you struggling with staff members who are uncomfortable in 
dealing with appeals or making exceptions?

 Are you struggling with just the opposite of all of this?  “Yes” is too often 
the answer with undesirable consequences?
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